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STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS
IN LOCAL SCHOOLS: IMPLICATIONS FOR
TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

INTRODUCTION

Early in 1991, the Board of Teacher Registration, in conjunction with the
Advisory Council for Special Educational Needs, commenced a widely
consultative process to consider the teacher preparation necessary in order for all
teachers to be prepared to provide educational programs and support for children
with special educational needs in the regular classroom. A working party, with
membership as set out in Appendix I, was established to plan and implement the
project.

Children with special educational needs, for the purposes of the project and in
accordance with the view of the Advisory Ceuncil for Special Educational Needs,
were considered to be those children with disabilities, learning difficulties and
behavioural problems who require support in the form of additional programs,
services and other resources in order for them to participate and achieve in regular
classrooms. '

It is the Board’s role to confer and collaborate with employing authorities, teacher
education institutions, the teaching profession, teacher organisations and the
general community in relation to standards of courses of teacher education
acceptable for the purpose of teacher registration.

In view of recent developments such as the notion of inclusive education and the
implications of the integration of children with disabilities into regular schools, the
Board decided it would be timely to consider issues relating to the preparation of
teachers for the education of children with special needs.

Central to the project was a search conference at which participants formulated
recommendations based on the shared vision, developed at the conference, of an
ideal future for special needs students in local schools.

Prior to the conference, in order to identify issues and canvass as wide a range of
views as possible, a large number of organisations and institutions with an interest
in the education of childrer with special needs were invited to forward
submissions commenting on the recommendations and goals put forward in two
documents prepared by the Advisory Council for Special Educational Needs,
Strategies for Change: Supporting Students with Special Educational Needs in
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Regular Schools and The Way Ahead: Meeting a Wider Range of Educational
Needs in Regular Schools.

In the final phase of the project, conference outcomes were circulated to the same
group of organisations and institutions as was initially consulted, with an invitation
to respond.

The Board has a more extensive collation of responses to the Advisory Council
documents and the Search Conference recommendations which is available on
request.

RESPONSES TO THE TWO REPORTS OF THE
ADVISORY COUNCIL FOR SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS

Although the Advisory Council for Special Educational Needs had already invited
comment on its documents Strategies for Change and The Way Ahead, the
working party decided to circulate the reports again with a view to obtaining
responses specifically related to teacher education.

The joint Board of Teacher Registration and Advisory Council Working Party
invited eighty-three organisations and institutions with an interest in the education
of children with special needs to forward submissions commenting on the
recommendations, issues and goals put forward in these two documents prepared
by the Advisory Council towards the end of 1990.

In Strategies for Change: Supporting Students with Special Educational Needs in
Regular Schools, the Council identified three critical issues to be resolved in the
formulation of policies and practices appropriate in educational provisioi: for
students with special educational needs. A number of goals were put furward in
relation to each issue.

In The Way Ahead: Meeting a Wider Range of Educational Needs in Regular
Schools, the implications for preservice teacher education were considered. The
Advisory Council made a number of recommendations concerning the teacher
preparation necessary to meet the personal and learning needs of children with
special educational needs in regular schools.

Although many relevant bodies had already responded to the Advisory Council,
submissions were received from 31 organisations and institutions. However, of
these, a number of organisations submitted policy documents or statements or




information about the organisation or a particular type of disability, with no direct
comment on the Council reports.

General support for the views contained in one or both Council reports was
expressed by most of the responding organisations. Others stated their approval of
the government’s support for special needs students in regular schools or of its

mainstreaming policy, or endorsed the need for improvement in preservice and
inservice teacher education.

Most respondents did more than express general support: reference was made to
specific issues and goals in Strategies for Change and/or specific recommendations
in The Way Ahead. It was significant that these organisations did not forward
negative reactions or oppose the views in the documents. Other comments,
suggestions, recommendations or statements were also made regarding preservice
teacher education, inservice teacher education and other matters related to the
education of special educational needs students.

REPORT OF THE SEARCH CONFERENCE

The conference titled Students with Special Educational Needs in Local Schools:
Implications for Teacher Education and Development was jointly sponsored and
organised by the Board of Teaciier Registration and the Advisory Council for

Special Educational Needs. It was held at the Carseldine Campus of Queensland

University of Technology over two days - Friday 18 and Saturday 19 October
1991.

The goals of the conference were:

1. To provide a forum to consider issues associated with initial preparation
and continuing development and support of teachers in relation to the
education of students with special educational needs in local schools.

2. To provide advice to the Board of Teacher Registration and the Ministerial
Advisory Council for Special Educational Needs on issues associated with
the professional preparation and continuing professional development of
teachers in relation to the education of students with special educational
needs in local schools.

Prior to the conference, participants had been sent a number of background papers
and the report on comments received in response to the call for written




submissions on the Advisory Council’s reports, Strategies for Change and The
Way Ahead.

Approximately 50 people participated in the conference. Invitations had been
extended to particular individuals and relevant organisations had been invited to
nominate representatives to attend. Participants were drawn from the following
groups: teacher employing authorities, higher edu.ation institutions, teacher
professional associations, school parent and community organisations, associations
of other professions with a role in the education or welfare of special needs
students, community organisations and institutions concerned with the welfare of
special needs children, and school curriculum bodies.

The conference was opened with a brief address by Professor John Elkins, who
spoke about the origin and purpose of the conference. Professor Elkins was a
member of the Advisory Council for Special Educational Needs and had chaired
the conference planning group.

The conference took the form of a search conference and was facilitated by staff
members of the Department of Education with expertise in professional
development: Mr Richard Cameron, Ms Pam Clayton and Ms Toni Johnston. At
the conference, the facilitators provided each participant with a work book for
each day which explained the search conference process; suggested scme ground
rules for effective group work in the conference; and, for each step in the process,
gave detailed directions and provided worksheets. Much work was carried out in
small interest groups.

Cn Day 1, participants developed a shared vision of the ideal future regarding
special needs students in local schools. The vision was amended to take into
account wider influences (other changes in the outside world), the views of all
stakeholders (all those who affect or are affected bv the education of special needs
students in local schools) and additional information in the form of short
presentations by local people with relevant first-hand experience (Ms Lesley
Murphy, a classroom teacher with special needs children in her class; Mrs Helen
Dickson, a parent of a special needs child; and Ms Leanne Deede, a school
student with a disability).

At the end of the first day, all ideas were prioritised by two rounds of voting. In
the first round, participants voced according to ‘importance’, or for those items
which best described the community they would like to see. In the second round,
participants selected those items which required most improvement and were most
capable of being achieved.
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It was interesting to note that the same three items headed each prioritised list.
Firstly, participants considered that in an ideal future, children would be valued,
supported, and achieving through receiving appropriate programs in a variety of
flexible settings. The concepts of equity and of valuing all children recurred
frequently in items throughout the lists with statements such as ‘teachers are
committed to the principle that all children have the right to achieve to full
potential with adequate support’. In later stages of the conference
recommendations were developed which paralleled these ideals.

The item which was rated second in the list which was prioritised according to
‘importance’ envisaged preservice and inservice education for teachers and other
staff would be ongoing, focused on school improvement, oriented towards
problem-solving and coupled with education for parents and coramunity members.
Other items on the list reflected the importance attached by many participants to
appropriate preservice and inservice teacher education which would produce
competent, confident teachers able to meet the needs of all children.

The item which was placed third on the list of items prioritised by importance
proposed there should be an adequately resourced team approach involving
parents, teachers, therapists and other community members. The need for
cooperation, a team approach and access to a wide range of support in the
education of children with special needs was a recurring theme as was the need for
adequate support and resources. These ideas were prominent in the
recornmendations which were developed later in the conference. It was alsc
suggested that employing authorities should facilitate access to expertise and
resources to meet the needs of all students and promote the active involvement of
parents and community members in the education of special needs children.

The items which made up participants’ vision for the future formed the basis for
the subsequent development of recommendations, and, as indicated above, the
recommendations closely reflect many of the vision statements.

As the conference goals were concerned with providing advice about the initial
preparatinn and continuing professional development of teachers, participants
focused on these areas when prioritising recommendations by voting in the
concluding stages of the conference, with each participant having 10 votes to
distribute across recommendations in whatever way they wished.

The conference was closed by the Board’s Chair, Miss Merline Muldoon, who
looked forward to future action to increase the effectiveness of provision for
special needs students in local schools.




DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations proposed by discussion groups and voted upon by
conference participants were subsequently consolidated by the joint Board of
Teacher Registration and Advisory Council Working Party into the following
recommendations concerning particular aspects of preservice and inservice teacher
education with specific reference to children with disabilities, learning difficulties
and behavioural problems.

It was recognised that children’s special needs fall naturally within the total
continuum of needs experienced by children and that teachers must be able to
ensure rewarding learning experiences for all.

The institutions and organisations initially contacted in the first phase of the
project were forwarded a copy of the conference report and invited to comment
briefly on the recommendations. General support for all, or for sections of, the
recommendations was expressed by most respondents. A number of organisations
also provided comments, either of a general nature, or relating to specific aspects
of tne report, and presented a variety of perspectives. Some universities
acknowledged the importance of the recommendations, and provided information
about developments and opportunities in the special needs area at that university.
A number of respondents indicated that the intent of the recommendations
corresponded well with the policies of their association. In some cases,
universities intimated that the recommendations would be considered in the process
of course development.

Many organisations and institutions provided focused responses according to each
recommendation.

Recommendations are ordered under the headings:

principles of preservice and inservice education

course development

course content

the practicum

course length

continuing professional development

professional development of paraprofessionals and non-teaching
professionals.




Principles of Preservice and Inservice Education

The appropriateness of teacher education progr.ms was given attention and certain
principles were suggested as worthwhile.

Recommendation 1

The development and conduct of preservice and inservice teacher education
courses should reflect attitudes and values that support and promote the
dignity and uniqueness of each individual and provide for:

articulation of the principles and practices of inclusive education
which makes provision for all learners;

modelling of effective classroom management, teaching and
evaluation strategies.

Respondents generally commended the principles about teacher education
expressed in Recommendation I, although some expressed reservations concerning
the difficulties of ensuring the principles and practices of inclusive education and
the skills gained in teacher education were transferred to actual practice. It was

suggested that situations where good practice was occurriug should be identified
and used for practice teaching.

Course Development

A recommendation concerning input to teacher education courses received wide
support at the conference:

Recommendation 2

People with special needs and the parents of special needs children should
be involved directly in the structuring and conduct of teacher education.

A further suggestion was made that students with special needs should be
encouraged to consider teaching or other professional careers in schools.

The notion of ir.volvement by parents of special needs children in the structuring
and content of teacher educaiion was supported by responding organisations, and
some believed this should be extended to include community and professional
bodies. It was considered that further explanation of the nature and extent of




parental involvement would be helpful, by expansion with such examples as: the
inclusion of a parent of a person with a disability on a course development
committee; or involvement of a person with a disability in the presentation of
some content.

Course Cortent

Several recommendations which were given high priority concerned the content of
preservice and inservice teacher education courses:

Recommendation 3

Preservice and inservice teacher education courses should include studies
to enable teachers to develop positive attitudes towards and to support
special needs children. Courses should provide skills and experiences
relating to:

collaboration, consultation, communication and negotiation with
other professionals and members of the educational community;

the development and maintenance of teams involving professionals
Jfrom a number of disciplines,

action research;

multidisciplinary problem-sclving,

the ethics of teaching, and equity and social justice;
curriculum planning and development of individual educational

programs.

Responses supported the idea ihat all preservice teacher education students should
gain awareness of and knowledge about students with special educational needs.

Recommendation 4

Preservice and inservice teacher education courses should introduce all

teachers to the full range of developmentally appropriate educational
contexts.

It was suggested that the notion of ‘developmentally appropriate contexts’ in
Recommendation 4 should be linked to the ‘whole of life’ concept in
Recommendation 5. It was emphasised that experiences should be provided of a
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number of special educational settings and different school sectors to provide
teachers with a general understanding.

Recommendation §

. Teacher education courses should be designed to provide an overview of

education in a ‘whole of life’ context, including the following areas.
. parent education

vocational preparation

adult learn'ng

life skills

adult literacy and numeracy.

In addition, elective studies should be available in areas such as vocational

preparation and adult learning, and provision made for all students to study some
areas in more depth.

Recommendation 6

Preservice and inservice courses should provide:

(a) a substartial knowledge base of processes in learning, thinking,
and development, and

b) skills of:

educationally applied behaviour analysis and management,
interpersonal counselling;

cognitive-instructional design.

It was emphasised that the knowledge base and skills referred to in
Recommendation 6 must be viewed as pertaining to both specialist and generalist
teachers and that equipping all teachers with general skills is an important part of
the preparation to teach students with special educational needs.

Many participants considered it was important for all teachers to be provided with
necessary information about support services and government policy:

Recommendation 7

Preservice and inservice teacher education courses should include:

information about current government policies, initiatives and
priorities;

11




activities and coursework to enable teachers to identify, access and
develop special needs support services and resources
systematically.

Respondents supported the recommendation that all teachers should be provided
with information on support services and current government policies, initiatives
and practices, and it was further suggested that an awareness of relevant reports in
the area should be included.

Many organisations and institutions generally endorsed Recommendations 3 to 7
which related to course content, with respondents recognising that teachers must
be responsive to the principles of inclusive education and cater for all students in
the regular classroom as an outcome of the integration process. A number of
bodies made specific comments about the content of teacher education courses, for
example the need for direct input from therapists and other professionals.

Some universities expressed the view that to implement the recommendations
would require an expansion of preservice preparation and provision of ongoing
inservice education. One suggested if change was to occur at the classroom level
teacher preparation should focus on teacher empowerment, with teachers being the
locus of change at school and classroom level.

The Practicum

Participants emphasised the important role of the practicum in promoting
appropriate attitudes and developing awareness of special educational needs.

The practical experience component of teacher education programs received
specific consideration by participants in the following recommendations:

mmen 1

The value of the practicum in preservice teacher education should be
reflected in the length of time allocated to the practicum, its placement in
school and university calendars, and in supervision arrangements.

Reconimendation 9

The practicum should be developmental, structured, and based on
demonstrated exemplary practices in schools.

10.
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Recommendation 10

Supervisors of the practicum should be selected on the basis of
denonstrated expertise and should receive appropriate professional
racognition.

Recommendation 11

The praciicum jor all students should include supervised experiences of
and with [earners with special needs.

A number of participants suggested it could be beneficial to undertake further
research about the practicum and there should be support for the research and
evaluation of the practicum by all professionals.

Some participarts expressed concern that Federal Government funding policies
could inhibit the development of desired teacher education courses by, for
example, limiting lecturer-student contact time and by placing limitations on the
quality and quantity of school experience.

All respondents recognised the importance of the practicum in preservice
programs, although problems associated with the expense and with the quality of
supervisory tzachers were noted by one university.

It was suggested the notion of transition from university to teaching should be
considered, including mentoring and support for beginning teachers.

Course Length

Conference participants were of the view that, in order to accommodate adequate
studies concerning the education of children with special needs, in addition to
catering to demands from many other areas of the curriculum, all preservice
teacher education programs should involve at ieast four years of higher education.
While many participants argued that such a requirement shov'd be introduced
immediately, others suggested that notice should be given that it would take effect
for courses commencing from 1995.

A number of participants also put forward the view that all preservice teacher
education courses should include a minimum of four semesters of professional
studies.
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ion 1

All preservice teacher education programs sheuld invoive at least four
years of higher education in order to accommodate the needs of
prospective teachers in the area of the education of children wih special
needs.

This recommendation received strong support from responding organisations.
Continuing Professional Development

A large number of recommendations developed at the conference specificaliy
addressed the continuing professional development of teachers, Participants
considered inservice education should be seen as part of the processes of
Collaborative Performance Review and School Development Planning. It was
proposed that students and teachers be exposed to shared decision-makinig
philosophies and techniques and self-evalnation strategies so that they can take full
advantage of these processes.

Recommendations 13 to 18, focusing on the continuing professional development
of teachers, were endorsed by responding organisaticns. It was noted that there
were also employer and system responsibilities for inservice education, and
adequate provision of resources was necessary.

Bodies variously commented that there should be initiatives to enhance teacher
development, and provide access to, and support for, ongoing professional
development for teachers to gain sufficient expertise and confidence to cater for
students with special needs. It was stated in one response that the immediate
impact on teachers’ instructional behaviour and attitudes would be through
inservice education.

It was suggested that provision of inservice education for all school personnel
should be articulated in school development plans as soon as possible.

Recommendation 13
The processes of Collaborative Performance Review and School
Development Planning should be used to identify inservice education needs

of all school personnel with respect to the identification, management and
education of special needs students.

12.
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mmendgtion 1

Providers of professional deveiopment (e.g. schools, support centres,
consultants, tertiary institutions, etc.) skould implement flexible responses
to school-based needs, coupled with education for parents and the
community.

It was viewed as essential by many participants that teachers receive recognition
for all professional development.

Conference participants proposed that ‘Centres of Excellence’ which promoted
research about, and demonstrated excelience in, the teaching of children with low
incidence disabilities should be accessible to teachers for professional development
purposes.

Recommendation 15
‘Centres of Excellence’ should be established by government and non-

government sck:ool systems and by universities to assist in the professional
education of teachers.

From comments it was clear that the notion of ‘centres of excellence’ needs to be
further developed, but this recommendation reflects the views of people that better
examples of good practice need to be provided for students.

Recommendation 16

A consortium of appropriate bodies should institute flexible processes by
which teachers can gain recognition for professional learning acquired
through a wide range of professional development activities.

Participants were particularly concerned that expertise about low incidence
disabilities be maintained and developed.

Recommendation 17
Inservice teacher education to enhance the teaching of children with low

incidence disabilities should include transdisciplinary team operation, and
awareness of, and knowledge from, associated disciplines.

13.
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Comments were made to the effect that it should be emphasised that in
Recommendation 17 the teacher preparation to enhance the teaching of children
with low incidence disabilities, referred to all teachers not only specialist teacher

Concern was expressed about continuing support for services and facilities for
supporting low incidence disability groups:

Recommendation 18

Government funding for associations and facilities for low incidence
groups should be maintained to allow for the adequate provision of
services, resources, and inservice teacher education.

One comment was made to the effect that, as Recommendation 18 is the only
recommendation which referred to funding, it coald be more broadly based. In
similar vein, another response indicated that the role of all associations in
provision of inservice education should be recognised. Another respondent
expressed the view that access to people with expertise would be particularly
important in regions without access to other support.

In relation to this last point, it should be noted that issues relating tc the
difficulties associated with the education of children with special needs in
rural/isolated areas have not been specifically addressed.

Professional Development of Paraprofessionals and Non-teaching
Professionals

The important role of otker professionals and paraprofessionals in the education
children with special needs was emphasised.

mmendation 1

The professional development needs of non-teaching professionals (e.g.
therapists, nurses, psychologists, social workers) and paraprofessionals
should be supported by.:

(i) financial suppcrt, including paid study leave, from employing
authorities;

(ii) provision of appropriate professional development programs.



A further suggestion was put forward that universities accept increased numbers of
paraprofessionals and other professionals in courses to accommodate increased
demand necessitated by implementation of a transdisciplinary approach.

This recommendation was supported by a number of respondents, some of whom
suggested widening the focus to include parents, aides and volunteers.

CONCLUSION

The recommendations developed at the conference, as well as being strongly
supported by responding organisations and institutions, reflected statements in the
Advisory Council for Special Educational Needs documents.

There was a general concurrence on the vision for the future expressed in the
Council documents and at the search conference, that children with special
educational needs should be provided with support in the form of varied
educational programs, resources and services so that they may participate fully in
regular school classrooms.

It was the role of the searck confzrence to consider issues associated with the
initial preparation and continuing professional development of teachsrs in relation
to the education of students with spesial educational needs in local schoolis,
therefore many of the ensuing secommendaticns reinforced those put forward in
the Advisory Council’s document The Way Ahead. In addition, many of the issues
identitied in Strategies for Change in relation to the provision of education for
students with special edu:ational needs in regular schools received further
consideration in the conference debate and to some extent were addressed in the
recommendations.

The conference recommendations als<: reflect many of the visionary statements
expressed in the early stages of the conference process. Many respondents iooked
forward to the implementation of the recommendations and to the provision of an
inclusive curriculum which caters for all children and their special needs in the
local school.

The Board of Teacher Registration’s Guidelines on the Acceptability of Teacher
Education Programs for Teacher Registration Purposes indicate that programs
should take into account relevant current reports and recommendations, includirg
those published by the Board from time to time. The Guidelines ask that, through
professional studies and practical experiences, programs seek to prepare graduates
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for developing curricuium and effective teaching approaches for pupils with a wide
varizty cf personal characteristics and educational needs, for working
ccoperatively with professional colleagues, and for accessing the support networks
available to assist them in these roles.

The recommendations in this report provide valuable suggestions as to ways in
which preservice teacher education programs and inservice professional
development might best meet the professional needs of teachers in working with
the wide variety of students who make up their school communities.
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